"It's like pulling teeth . . . " The phrase is used to describe any process that is arduous or dreadful. The phrase arose for a reason. Teeth are designed to remain in their alveoli, especially the teeth of veterinary patients, where root surface area, antirotational grooves, dilacerations, and hypercementosis of bulbous root apices never cease to impress me. I recall when I was a high school student (or was it in college?), I had all 4 wisdom teeth removed in what seemed to be a blink of the eye. I was amazed at how quickly the procedure went. We should be so lucky when extracting firmly rooted teeth in our veterinary patients! People who perform dentistry and oral surgical procedures each day make a living doing things that others prefer not to do. Do you have a 14-year-old Yorkie patient with a collapsing trachea, heart murmur, kidney disease, and a fetid mouth that needs every tooth in its mouth extracted? Send it our way. Does the patient have so much bone loss around the mandibular first molars that the jaw will break even if you look at it the wrong way? Send it our way. Need to remove a large portion of a dog's face to obtain a cure of an aggressive oral cancer? Send it our way. Every job has aspects that are unpleasant, and veterinary dentistry is not immune to this. However, more people are realizing that when you perform dentistry on a daily basis, positive feedback and positive impact in the lives of animals and their caretakers greatly outweigh those difficult times.
Most people have a story of how they became interested in veterinary dentistry. I became interested due to 2 experiences: 1 pragmatic and 1 dramatic. I did not have a specific affinity for dentistry while in veterinary school. Each rotation during my clinical year of veterinary school left me thinking that I could see myself specializing in many of the various specialties I rotated through. I decided to enter general practice to see what aspects of practice really called to me on a daily basis. After graduating from veterinary school in 1997, I hired on with a small animal practice consisting of 4 doctors and myself, on the outskirts of Raleigh, North Carolina. Though I did not have a large amount of dental training in veterinary school, I had more dental training than the 4 doctors I worked with, and they were more than willing to send their dental cases to me as a sort of internal referral. Not having an established clientele yet, I was just happy to be able to stay busy. I found myself doing more and more dentistry. I attended the Veterinary Dental Forum in Baltimore, which greatly galvanized my interest in dentistry.
Fourteen years earlier, another incident happened that ultimately resulted in an interest in dentistry. I was 12 years old and at baseball practice when a grounder came toward me at shortstop. The sharply hit ball collided with a pebble that was in front of me which caused the ball to suddenly change trajectory, striking me in the maxillary incisor teeth. I spit out the crown of 1 central incisor and the other central incisor had a transverse subgingival fracture that resulted in a dangling crown. Endodontic therapy done at that time lasted until I was 26 years old, but as I started my veterinary career, I was spending many of my days off from work in the dentist's chair for extractions, endosseous implants, root canal therapy of devitalized adjacent teeth, and prosthodontic work. A dental resident by the name of Phyllis Cook at University of North Carolina Dental School was wonderful in educating me along every step of the way, even to the point of letting me hold up a mirror so I could watch her place my implants. I recall thinking at that time how primitive the level of dental care was for our veterinary patients in general practice compared to what was possible on the human front. My personal dental experiences made me want for a higher level of care for my veterinary patients.
We've got a great issue of the Journal for you. Hopefully, this issue will be arriving in your mailbox prior to the Veterinary Dental Forum, which will be held in Nashville, September 14 to 17, 2017. Six manuscripts are included in this issue. These manuscripts span 5 manuscript categories and 6 (that's SIX!) different species: a nicely illustrated step-by-step manuscript on obtaining and interpreting lagomorph dental radiographs, a review article on regenerative endodontics (inspired by a previous keynote speaker at the Veterinary Dental Forum), a first-of-its-kind prospective study on use of barbed suture in cats, a prospective study on horses with tooth resorption, a case series describing dental disorders and treatment in a research colony of Macaca fascicularis primates, and a case report of a dog with a very interesting combination of an odontogenic cyst and acanthomatous ameloblastoma arising in the same area.
